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THE PURPOSE OF PRETA
The Pittsburgh Regional Environmental Threats Analysis (PRETA) project puts 
together information about the major threats to human health and the environment 
within Southwestern Pennsylvania. PRETA is intended to cover the core public health 
functions—assessment, policy development, and assurance—and relies heavily on 
figures, maps, and other visuals. PRETA is meant to encourage stakeholders to take 
into account scientific analysis and public values for sound policy development 
and remedial action against environmental threats. PRETA also is meant to be 
informative, highlighting the populations most at risk to those threats. Ideally, 
PRETA will inspire initiatives to address the highest risks to human health and the 
environment in Southwestern Pennsylvania. The preliminary assessments employed 
in the project identified air quality as the number one current environmental threat  
to the welfare of the greater Pittsburgh region. The third part in the PRETA Air 
series focuses on hazardous air pollutants (HAPs) or air toxics and their various 

























































































People residing in Allegheny 
County have a cancer risk more 
than twice that of those within 
surrounding rural areas.
































































































































































Not all hazardous air pollutants 
are created equal, and they can 
produce differing health effects 
from varying chemical properties. 
Some produce cancer in regions 
of the body; others are respiratory 
irritants, while others may affect  
the nervous system, reproduction, 
or neurological development. 














































































POINT (stationary) Large industrial stacks, power plants, incinerators, factories
NONPOINT (stationary)
Smaller facilities—dry cleaners, gas stations, minor manufacturing  
(less than 10 tons per year of one HAP or less than 25 tons total of a mixture  
of all HAPs)
ON-ROAD (mobile) Vehicles, including cars and trucks, that travel along roadways
NONROAD (mobile) Construction machinery, marine vessels, trains, etc.
SECONDARY (formation)
Point, nonpoint, and mobile source types that emit compounds that are  
readily transformed in the atmosphere into HAP compounds
BACKGROUND
Anthropogenic and natural sources that persist in the environment or sources 
that are emitted from distances greater than 50 km
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Because these [emission] 
values are usually self-
reported by the industry 
and not actually measured 
as part of the regulatory 
process, accuracy of 
total emissions and rates 
comes with a degree of 
uncertainty.
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lir = ure x c, where:
 lir =   Lifetime incidence rate (lifetime cancer  
 incidence per 1 million people)
 c =  Concentration of HAP in μg/m3





















































hQ = c/rfc, where:
 rfc =   Reference concentration assigned   
 to a specific HAP for toxicity
 c =  Ambient concentration of a specific  

















USING EPA’S NATIONAL AIR 
TOXICS ASSESSMENT (NATA) TO 
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What is the risk of cancer 

























WHAT DOES THIS MAP SHOW?
Figure 1 shows that the entire PRETA area experiences some significant cancer risk above 
EPA’s target of one in a million from hazardous air pollutants. Overall risk is greater in areas 
containing greater population, such as downtown Pittsburgh and other city centers. The two 
census tracts with the highest risk are located in or near Clairton and reflect the contribution 
from the nearby USX Clairton Coke Works and other facilities.
Figure 1.  Total lifetime cancer risk from all hazardous air pollutants (HAPs) within the PRETA region as predicted 
by NATA (2005) 
The expansion of shale gas 
extraction and related industries 
undoubtedly has begun and 
will certainly continue to 
change the emission profile 
of specific HAPs within the 
immediate region, but to date, 
no systematic investigation as 
to how this may impact health 
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point.sources.compared.to.the.cities.listed.above,.which.are.more.driven.by.nonpoint.and.on-road.sources..
This.distinction.can.be.seen.when.diesel.is.removed.from.the.equation.by.comparing.Tables.2.and.3.








1 Ohio Hamilton 0112 2,377 Nonroad Cincinnati  
(Central Business District)
2 Ohio Hamilton 0007 1,548 Nonroad Cincinnati  
(Central Business District)
3 Ohio Cuyahoga 1071 1,414 Nonroad Cleveland 
(East Bank)
4 Ohio Cuyahoga 1076 1,372 Nonroad Cleveland 
(Warehouse District)
5 Ohio Cuyahoga 1042 1,335 Nonroad Cleveland 
(Scranton Peninsula)
6 Pennsylvania Allegheny 4930 1,314 Nonroad West Elizabeth
7 Maryland Baltimore City 2001 1,282 On-road Baltimore 
(Lexington)
8 Ohio Hamilton 0006 1,217 On-road Cincinnati  
(Riverfront)
9 Ohio Hamilton 0004 1,183 On-road Cincinnati  
(Riverfront)
10 Pennsylvania Delaware 4066 1,174 Nonroad Philadelphia  
(Marcus Hook)
Table 2.  The 10 highest census tracts in Pennsylvania, Ohio, West Virginia, and Maryland for cancer risk from  

































































































1 Pennsylvania Allegheny 4927 289 Point Clairton
2 West Virginia Brooke 0312 243 Point Follansbee  
(Weirton-Steubenville)
3 Ohio Hamilton 0007 199 Nonpoint Cincinnati 
(Central Business District.)
4 Pennsylvania Allegheny 4928 184 Point Clairton
5 Pennsylvania Allegheny 4970 156 Point Lincoln
6 Pennsylvania Allegheny 4980 143 Point Liberty
7 Pennsylvania Allegheny 4994 142 Point Glassport
8 Ohio Cuyahoga 1024 142 Point Cleveland  
(West Boulevard)
9 Ohio Cuyahoga 1132 128 Nonpoint Cleveland  
(Fairfax)
10 Ohio Hamilton 0006 125 On-road Cincinnati 
(Central Business District)
Table 3.  The 10 highest census tracts in Pennsylvania, Ohio, West Virginia, and Maryland for cancer risk from HAPs  
when diesel particulate matter is excluded (red shaded areas represent those within the 10-county PRETA area)
WHAT DO THESE TABLES TELL US?
Diesel exhaust is an important driver of cancer risk in urban settings. Table 2 lists those census 
tracts with the highest estimated cancer risk posed from all HAPs, including diesel exhaust.  
Cancer risk over the four state region ranges from 1,174 to 2,377 expected cases per million 
people with the highest risk areas located within the largest cities. If diesel is removed from 
consideration, the projected cancer rates fall by about tenfold; however, half of the highest 
risk locations are now within the PRETA area and indicate that point sources, such as the USX 
Clairton Coke Works, pose a unique challenge for air quality in our region. 
Indeed, within Pennsylvania 
and the surrounding three 
states (Ohio, West Virginia, 
and Maryland), the PRETA 
area stands out in terms of 
increased cancer risk from 
point source HAPs. 
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RANK AIR TOXIC NAME CANCER RISK 
(LIFETIME RISK, PER 1 MILLION)A
1 Diesel particulate matter (DPM)B 93.43
2 Formaldehyde 16.37
3 Benzene (including benzene from gasoline) 7.49
4 Coke oven emissions 7.05
5 Carbon tetrachloride 2.86
6 Acetaldehyde 2.75
7 Arsenic compounds (inorganic, including arsine) 2.71
8 Chromium compounds 2.13
9 1, 3-Butadiene 1.99
10 Naphthalene 1.44
11 *Polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons 1.30





What specific HAPs are most 
associated with cancer risk in our 




























Figure 2.  Total air toxics (excluding DPM) cancer 
risk by source sector within the PRETA 
region in 2005.  
The top three sources of air toxics that 
contribute to cancer risk in the PRETA 
region are secondary sources (33%), 
background sources (27%) and point 
sources (18%) 
POINT CANCER RISK SOURCES
NONPOINT CANCER RISK SOURCES
ON-ROAD CANCER RISK SOURCES
NONROAD CANCER RISK SOURCES
BACKGROUND CANCER RISK SOURCES
SECONDARY CANCER RISK SOURCES












Figure 3.  Spatial distribution of cancer risk attributed to diesel 
particulate matter (DPM) in the PRETA region 












































WHAT DO THESE MAPS TELL US? 
The maps illustrated in this section represent 
the spatial distributions of the number of 
lifetime cancer cases expected in an area 
(census tract) per 1 million people over a 
lifetime (70 years) of inhalation exposure. 
Certainly, 1 million people do not reside 
in any of these small areas. However, to 
better interpret these cancer risks, the data 
have been normalized to cases per million 
to more easily compare to EPA’s one-in-a-
million recommended cancer threshold. The 
data represented in each map are grouped 
into six classes by a natural breaks method. 
The natural breaks method maximizes the 
differences between the six data classes within 
the distribution of the individual pollutant’s 
cancer risk. As a result, the shades of blue 
color on each of the multiple maps do not 
coincide with equivalent levels of risk between 
each map. Therefore, spatial comparisons by 
color should not be made between multiple 
maps. They also do not represent intervals 
of equal sizes, although in all cases the 
transition from light to dark blue represents 
progressively increasing levels of risk.











Figure 4.  Spatial distribution of cancer risk attributed to 
formaldehyde and major point source releases 






























Figure 5.  Spatial distribution of cancer risk attributed to 















































Figure 6.  Spatial distribution of cancer risk attributed to 
coke oven emissions and major point source 
releases within the PRETA region











































Figure 7.  Spatial distribution of cancer risk attributed to 
carbon tetrachloride and major point source 
































Figure 8.  Spatial distribution of cancer risk attributed to 





















Figure 9.  Spatial distribution of cancer risk attributed to 








































Exposure and risk 
characterizations are 
limited by the data 
available in regulatory 
emissions inventories. 
Risk contributions 
from secondary and 
background sources 
do not show significant 
spatial variability across 
the PRETA region, 
further verifying that 
the whole region 
experiences a constant 
burden of certain 
ambient air toxics.











Figure 10.  Spatial distribution of cancer risk attributed to 
chromium and major point source releases within 























































Figure 11.  Total noncancer risk to respiratory end point from all air toxics combined as predicted by NATA (2005). 
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FAQ REGARDING AIR TOXICS IN THE PRETA REGION
Q.  Which air toxics pose the greatest potential risk of cancer across the PRETA region? 
A.   Diesel particulate matter, formaldehyde, benzene, and coke oven emissions are among 
the highest priority air toxics. 
Q.   Which air toxics pose lesser, but still significant, potential risk of cancer across the 
PRETA region?
A.   Carbon tetrachloride, acetaldehyde, arsenic, and chromium. Limited monitoring data also 
suggest that several chlorinated organics (e.g., chloroethenes and chlorobenzenes) and 
1,3-butadiene also may be of concern.
Q.   When risks from all air toxics are combined, how many people have the potential for an 
upper-bound lifetime cancer risk greater than one in a million?
A.   The entire PRETA population. A median risk of 120 per million cancer risk is estimated for 
the PRETA region, with a lower limit estimate of 28 per million.
Q.  Which areas of the PRETA region have the highest potential cancer risk from air toxics?
A.  West Elizabeth/Clairton/Liberty/Glassport, Avalon, and downtown Pittsburgh 
NATA appeared to overestimate the contribution 
from mobile sources and underestimate that from 
large point sources. This suggests that risks may 
indeed be greater than predicted at sites located 
near major industrial activities, such as Avalon and 
Stowe near Neville Island and in the communities 
downwind of coal-fired power plants.
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FUTURE TRENDS:  
NEW SOURCES OF HAPs  
IN WESTERN PENNSYLVANIA? 









































































































































Lead 5 0.004 0.1%
Nitrogen oxides 1,176 553 47%
Sulfur dioxide 3,320 4.5 0.1%
Carbon monoxide 25,735 800 3.1%
PM10 primary 334 215 64.4%
PM2.5 primary 239 212 88.7%
Table 5.  Comparison of the 2008 annual release of NAAQS criteria pollutants at the Horsehead zinc smelter and  
a surrogate to the newly proposed ethane cracker
1..For.more.information,.readers.are.referred.to.our.previous.reports,.PRETA Air: Ozone.and.PRETA Air: Particulate Matter.
In recent years, there has  
been an unprecedented 
expansion of unconventional 
natural gas development in 
Western Pennsylvania, Ohio, 
and West Virginia driven in 
part by the recent feasibility 
of hydraulic fracturing.






PERCENT OF  
CURRENT EMISSIONS
Acrolein (lbs.) 91 191 209.9%
Benzene (lbs.) 404 49 12.1%
Ethyl Benzene (lbs.) 37 0.3 0.8%
VOCs (tons) 66 481 728.8%
Xylenes (lbs.) 26 0.02 0.1%
Table 6.  Comparison of the 2008 annual release of HAPs between the Horsehead zinc smelter and a surrogate to 
the newly proposed ethane cracker.
WHAT DOES THIS TABLE TELL US?
Data are from the 2008 EPA Toxic Release Inventory (TRI) for total releases to air for 
the Horsehead zinc smelter (Monaca, Pa.) and Williams Ethane Cracker Facility (Geismar, 
La.). Percent of current emissions corresponds to probable increases or decreases in 
releases if the Horsehead smelter is replaced with an ethylene cracker of similar size to 
the Geismar facility. Green indicates a decrease from current emission levels, while red 








































































































Table 7.  Analysis of the 2008 annual release of  
HAPs unique to a surrogate to the proposed 
ethane cracker
It would appear that 
the replacement of the 
existing zinc smelter 
with the proposed 
ethane cracker has 
the potential to 
significantly transform 
the current pollutant 
mixture in the region. 
The elimination of lead 
and other heavy metal 
emissions would be 
replaced by increases 
in formaldehyde and 
acetaldehyde. 
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WHAT CAN I DO TO LIMIT  





















































Where can I obtain additional information?
Technology Transfer Network Air Toxics Web site: www.epa.gov/nata
Toxic Air Pollutants: www.epa.gov/oar/toxicair/newtoxics.html
Scorecard: The Pollution Information Site: scorecard.goodguide.com/env-releases/hap 
Toxic Air: The Case for Cleaning Up Coal-fired Power Plants:.www.lung.org/assets/documents/
healthy-air/toxic-air-report.pdf
Air Quality and Toxic Air Pollutants: www.fhwa.dot.gov/environment/air_quality/air_toxics
Health Effects Notebook for Hazardous Air Pollutants:.www.epa.gov/ttnatw01/hlthef/ 
hapindex.html 
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2,4-D (SALTS AND ESTERS)















































































METHYL CHLOROFORM  
(1,1,1-TRICHLOROETHANE)



















































































ACHD Regulated Pollutants 
ANTIMONY COMPOUNDS (ACHD)












FINE MINERAL FIBERS (ACHD)
NICKEL COMPOUNDS (ACHD)
POLYCYLIC ORGANIC MATTER (ACHD)
RADIONUCLIDES (INCLUDING RADON) 
(ACHD)
SELENIUM COMPOUNDS (ACHD)
List of specific hazardous air pollutants (HAPs) recognized by EPA and the 
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PITTSBURGH AND ITS SURROUNDING COUNTIES
With Lake Erie to the northwest and the Laurel Mountains to the east, the city of Pittsburgh 
and its surrounding counties shape the gateway to the Ohio River Valley, located in the 
eastern United States. The U.S. Census Bureau 2010 decennial census estimates that 2,666,258 
people live within the 10-county Southwestern Pennsylvania region. The urban core of the 
greater Pittsburgh region is situated at the point where the Allegheny and Monongahela 
rivers converge to form the Ohio River, but vast urban sprawl continues to occur. The meeting 
point of the three rivers marks one of the lowest elevations in the region, sitting just 710 
feet above sea level. This is in stark contrast with the surrounding area, where, for example, 
in Westmoreland County, the elevation reaches a height of 2,950 feet. The 10-county region 
is full of valleys, rivers, and mountains, making up 6,755 square miles. It is home to 528 
municipalities, 197,970 acres of floodplains, and nine distinct river-based watersheds.
The 10-county region consists of irregular topography; a history of industry and pollution; 
a relatively stable political and economic environment; and a number of environmental 
concerns, including legacy and emerging threats. While some of these environmental and 
public health issues are experienced in other places around the world, Pittsburgh exhibits 
a cumulation of unique factors that warrants a comprehensive analysis of the regional 
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